University of South Florida

Digital Commons @ University of South Florida
USF St. Petersburg campus Faculty
Publications

USF Faculty Publications

1995

Sunshine Statements : Oral History and Florida's Libraries
James Anthony Schnur

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.usf.edu/fac_publications

Recommended Citation
Schnur, James A. "Sunshine Statements: Oral History and Florida's Libraries." Florida Libraries 43 (Fall
2000): 12-15.

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the USF Faculty Publications at Digital Commons @
University of South Florida. It has been accepted for inclusion in USF St. Petersburg campus Faculty Publications
by an authorized administrator of Digital Commons @ University of South Florida. For more information, please
contact scholarcommons@usf.edu.

-ui$Ju:tllli'4-

Sunshine Statements:
Oral History and Florida's Libraries
by ]ames A. Schnur
Oral histories provide one of the richest
sources of information about the people,
places, and events of our past, and libraries
can be in the forefront of collecting and
preserving this treasure trove. This article
examines the role of oral history in
historical scholarship, suggests ways in
which libraries might develop oral history
programs, and provides guidelines for
conducting interviews and establishing
programs. -Ed.

m

any Floridians know little of the
historical heritage of their state.
Despite a permanent popu lation
that approaches 15 million residents, Florida
remains a state where support for cultural and
historic programs remains tenuous at best.
Libraries offer a notable exception to this
trend, because librarians regularly collect
materials that preserve the history of their
local communities. Smaller libraries or
branches often include a section with books
about Florida, while larger libraries and
archival reading rooms include a number of
rare and unique treasures that document
socia l, economic, political, and cultural
dimensions of history. In addition to printed
works and manuscript collections, library

facilities also maintain photographs, diaries,
postcards, broadsides, and similar ephemera.
Unfortunately, few Florida libraries actively
collect oral histories. The special preservation
needs, cataloging ~oncerns, equipment
requirements, and access/liability issues often
discourage libraries from developing oral
heritage programs that document "nearby"
history.
Meanwhile, most historical societies and
similar non-profit cultural entities operate with
few, if any, paid staff and rely on the goodwill
of volunteers who usually lack training in
library or archival management. Support for
oral history programs by such organizations
can change as one board of executive officers
replaces another, and programs started by such
organizations often fail to take into acco unt
the important legal, ethical, and conservation
concerns that professionals have thoroughly
documented in their scholarly literature.
Thus, despite its substantial value as a
primary source, oral history remains an
underutilized form of historical scholarship
in Florida. While the recently created Florida
Oral History Association (FOHA) offers
opportunities for dialogue across disciplines
and between amateurs and professionals, those
facilities that h ave already developed
successful oral history programs should also
serve as mentors to other groups interested

in this field. This article addresses the value
of oral history as a research resource, discusses
how various library settings may develop oral
history initiatives, and offers suggestions for
promoting broad-based instruction in oral
history techniques.
Oral Heritage and the Historical
Community

Considered an essential tool in presentday scholarship, oral history also served as one
of the earliest means of preserving and
transmitting cultural norms and values. A rich
oral tradition has allowed countless humans
to learn about the folklore, customs, and
habits of earlier generations. In preliterate
societies, oral narratives provided an
authoritative account that could easily change
to match the ideals and prejudices of the
audience and communal leaders. Over time,
elders replaced portions of the story that failed
to meet their contemporary needs with more
suitable tales. The development of a written
system of expression redefined both the role
of language in the society and the means of
verifying the accuracy of" evidence."
The:; American historical profession
generally ignored the importance of oral
history prior to World War II. Similar to their
colleagues in libraries, historians of the late
nineteenth century attempted to transform
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A rich oral tradition
has allowed countless
humans to learn
about the folklore,
customs, and habits
of earlier
generations."
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their discipline through the creation of
rigorous academic standards and national
organizations. While earlier amateurs had
embe llished their narratives and often
concocted dialogue to re-create the essence
of past events, the professional historians of
the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries embraced positivism and empiricism:
They embarked upon a quest to accumulate
'facts'. By emphasizing objectivity and
documentation of sources in their scientific
approac h to history, these researchers
condemned oral sources as subjective and
therefore unreliable.
Attitudes changed during the twentieth
century as scholars discarded their absolute
faith in positivism and their endless quest for
objectivity. Relativists and revisionists asserted
that all historians viewed events with certain
prejudices and preconceived n otions.
Although historians sought to approach
objectivism in their narratives, they finally
admitted that the subjective nature of their
surroundings influenced their perspective.
Historians and other social scientists cou ld
embrace oral history as a viable scholarly
resource only after they acknowledged the
subjective nature of almost all other sources,
including diaries and newspaper articles.
Over the last fifty years, the practice of
oral history has complemented changes within
the historical profession and related social
science disciplines. While early oral history
interviews assumed the traditional elitist
perspective that history amou nted to the "past
politics" of "great men," the emphasis on
political, military, and corporate elites changed
as social historians examined history within
broader cultural themes. As libraries began
to collect materials that represented a broader
range of their constituent communities, local
stud ies and "nearby" oral histories have
developed as historians attempted to ask big
questions about small places and to document
a va riety of voices in the community. The
development of enhanced technologies (such
as inexpensive and easy-to-transport video
cameras) has continued to move the discipline
beyond the reel-to-reel tape and black-andwhite transcript of yesteryear to its multimedia
and cyberspace potential.

Promoting Oral History in
Florida's Libraries
The growing acceptance of oral history has
implications for Florida's librarians. Public,
academic, special, and school libraries can play
an important role in creating new primary
source materials, offering access to present
researchers, and preserving the interviews for
posterity. The following brief paragraphs
illustrate the potential for developing oral
history collections in different library settings.
Public libraries often cultivate partnerships
in 'their communities. While storytelling and
oral narratives have long played an important
role in youth services librarianship, public
librarians in adu lt services may plan to
cu ltiv ate oral history programs around
conversation series, book-discussion groups,
community lectures, and other events held
at the library. Many programs sponsored by
humanities councils, arts organizations, local
historical societies, or cultural centers could
serve as a catalyst for community-based oral
histories. The development of countywide and
regional library cooperatives has greatly
expanded access to materials in a variety of
formats. Patrons who now expect the library
to acquire entertainment videos and CDs may
also enjoy non-fiction ora l histories or
documentaries. Public libraries may also wis h
to develop partnerships with historical
societies.
Public libraries may face a number of
challenges in developing an active oral history
program, such as lack of secure shelf space
required for arc hi va l materials, lack of
cata loguing resources, and need for
establishing the collection's provenance. The
librarian must resolve questions of ownership,
as well as develop proper deeds of gift or loan,
before the materials enter the building.
Academic libraries often use oral history

to foster "town-and-gown" relationships.
Campus advisory boards may view oral history
interviews as a way to strengthen ties with
community leaders, while advancement
officers may press for the library to collect
interviews with prospective donors. Librarians
should take an active role in the development
of coll egiate oral history initiatives. As
professionals who understand the importance
of the reference interview, librarians can work
with scholarly institutes involved in extensive
community-based research, serve as faculty
liaisons with disciplines such as history,
American studies, applied anthropology, and
other related areas, and instruct students on
the value of audio/visual resources. Librarians
shou ld
carefully
consider
student
confidentiality guidelines and the possible role
of institutional review boards before accepting
interviews conducted by students as part of
a class assignment or academic dissertation.
Oral history initiatives in the academic
world should avoid the appearance of ivory
tower exclusivity. Advisory boards, if created,
shou ld include those from outside of the
academy. The collection development policy
shou ld reflect the parameters of the ora l
history program and assuage the fears of
traditionalists who view oral histories as an
electronic form of the vanity press.
Special libraries and archives also collect
oral histories. Corporate libraries or marketing
departments may include such narratives as
part of the institution's heritage or as evidence
of past events that must be maintained for
legal purposes. Despite their traditional focus
on collecting print resources, many archival
repositories and historical society libraries have
also started to embrace sources in alternative
media.
Schoo l libraries and media centers
generally do not collect oral history interviews.
However, school media specialists can assist
classroom teachers who wish to integrate oral
history components into the curriculum.

Classroom Instruction and
Community Outreach
Through instructional sessions and
outreach programs, librarians may promote
the use of present collections as we ll as
cultivate potential donors for future
acquisitions. An educational program should
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continued from page 13

divide the oral history enterprise into three
distinct stages:
When preparing for the interview,
interviewers set goals by defining a broad
research topic, evaluating potential
interviewees, and examining secondary
sources and other literature to gain a better
understanding of the cultural context. This
preparation phase should also include the
scheduling of interview sessions and a brief
discussion of personal preparation (review
of scrapbooks and other related items),
legal issues (release forms), and equipment
needs (a working cassette recorder, blank
tapes, an electric cord and/or fresh
batteries, etc.).
While conducting the interview,
interviewers learn how to place their
subjects at ease, foster an intellectual
exchange through strong and open-ended
questions, respect the opinions of their
subjects, take copious notes, and monitor
the equipment.
• After the interview, interviewers discover
proper ways to index, store, and preserve
their interviews, as well as ways to
incorporate oral memories into historical
narratives.

Other Considerations
Deed of gift requirements vary according
to the source of the interview. However, all
deeds of gift should stipulate:
• who donated the item
• who received the item
• what was transferred between the parties
• what conditions or restrictions govern the
transfer
• what proves that the transaction occurred
The deed should provide the oral history
interview as an unrestricted gift that transfers
literary rights and copyright to the institution,
while protecting the right of the interviewer
and interviewee to have first use of the
contents therein. Oral histories donated by
outside researchers require a minimum of a
completed interviewee permission form and
a letter of ac knowledgement to the donor.
When students in academic classes donate
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interviews, they
should include a
second consent
form that provides
their clearance, as
well as that of the
interviewee.
Audio and video
recordings exist on
volatile
media.
Early oral history
programs
often
destroyed
the
recorded interviews
after they produced
Picking oranges in Florida, c. 1909 . Photo courtesy of Florida
a written transcript.
Photographic Archives.
The cost of storing
and preserving the
audio record remained prohibitive into the
NOTES
1960s, until the advent of relatively
Florid a Oral History Association. Florida Oral
inexpensive reel-to-reel and cassette recorders
History Association's mission statement [online].
[cited July 2000] . Available from World Wide
and other media equipment. Preservation
Web:
< http: //dlis.dos.s tate.fl .us/barm/foha/
dubbing, migration to new media forms , and
foha.htm#mission>.
provision for secure storage away from harmful
A number of bibliographies provide a perspec tive
electromagnetic fields require intensive
of hi stor iography in the field of oral history. For
staffing and funding resources . To preserve
example, see Patricia Pate Havlice, Oral History:
the intellectual contents of interviews,
A Referen ce Guide and Annotated Bibliography
Ueffer's on, N.C.: McFarland and Company, 1985).
librarians should duplicate the master
Numerous professional organizations encourage
recording onto a cassette that serves as the
oral history through practical guides (such as those
working master for use and public access. The
published by the American Library Association;
physical separation of the original tape from
the American Association of State and Local
History; and the Society of American Archivists)
its copy offers an additional level of security.
and research notes (the American Histor ical
As more Florida's libraries embrace the
Associat ion and the Organization of American
virtual library setting,
information
Historian s.) Howeve r, the Oral History
professionals must consider technical and
Association offers the best national scholarly forum
for practitioners through its Oral History Review
service standards that will maintain, promote,
and membership directories . For an extensive
and enhance the oral histmy enterprise. From
discussio n of the hi story of applying historical
tape to type to digital form, oral history
methodologies within an oral context, see David
materials and programs must be planned,
Henige , Oral Historiography (London: Longman,
1982) and Paul Thompson, Th e Voice of the Past:
produced, and preserved with special attention
Oral
History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1978) .
to industrial and archival standards that will
3 Gustavson, Carl G. Th e Mansion of HistoJ')'. (New
allow future scholars to benefit from the voices
York: McGraw-Hill, 1976), 261-264. See also :
of the past. With talents that bridge
Novick, Peter. That Noble Dream: Tl1e "Objectivity
technology and the humanities, librarians can
Question" and th e American Historical Profession.
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988).
assist amateur and professional historians who
wish to strengthen our sense of community
4 Novick, That Noble Dream.
through oral his~ory. As death silences more
For an example of oral history inter views that
voices forever with each passing day, the
examine changes that affect smaller communities
and people "fro m the bottom up," see essay by
library community can play a large part in
Staughton Lynd, "Oral History from Below." Oral
preserving tomorrow's past today.
History Review 21 (Spring 1993) : 1-8.

]ames Schmtr is adjunct instructor in history
at Eckerd College.
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